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Introduction

We know things in the core of our being that we have not necessarily been taught, and some of this deep knowing may actually be at odds with what our society or religion has tried to teach us. This book is about reawakening to what we know in the depths of our being, that the earth is sacred and that this sacredness is at the heart of every human being and life-form. To awaken again to this deep knowing is to be transformed in the ways we choose to live and relate and act.

The idea that what is deepest in us corresponds to what is true is not a new concept. From the ancient Greek philosopher Plato to the twentieth-century founder of analytical psychology, C. G. Jung, and many others in between, it has been argued that for us to recognize truth, there must be something within us that already knows it. And, most important, we have all experienced this correlation within ourselves and witnessed it in others.

Why was there such concern around the world during the Australian fires of 2019 when millions of creatures were dying in the blaze? Why did the #MeToo movement take off so quickly in recent years in which hundreds of thousands of women came forward to speak out against abuse? Why did the Black Lives Matter protests burst onto the international stage within days of the murder of George Floyd in Minneapolis? In each of these situations, deep down, we knew something sacred was at stake. And we woke up.

The problem is that we keep going back to sleep, or otherwise live in ways that neglect this deep knowing. Thus, the crises that we are in the midst of today, whether ecological, political, or societal, stem from the fact that we treat the earth and one another as less than sacred. All these critical issues are interrelated. The way we have wronged the earth is the way we have dishonored the feminine or belittled the “other,” whether that is the “other” nation, religion, race, or sexual orientation. We have fallen out of alignment with the deepest truths within us. How are we to awaken again to the sacredness at the heart of all life, the sacredness that is also at the heart of our own being?

The Celtic spiritual tradition is one that has long emphasized an awareness of the sacred essence of all things. This tradition is in fact part of our Western Christian inheritance, although it has been largely forgotten and at times suppressed. It is this lost stream of wisdom that I will be drawing on in these pages to help us remember. It is a way of seeing, a path of awareness, that can be traced through the centuries, forever unfolding, evolving, emerging again and again to serve a consciousness of the sacred at the heart of all life.

What is unique about the Celtic tradition compared to most other Western traditions is that it cannot be reduced to a set of doctrines or beliefs; instead, at its core is the conviction that we essentially need to keep listening to what our soul already knows, either in the particular circumstances of our lives or in matters more universal. We need this awareness among us again today, urgently.

This way of seeing and hearing has a particular lineage. It can be traced historically to the Celtic world, but this is not to say that it is bound to Celtic ethnicity and culture. It goes by other names in other places and times. It is not only for those who wear kilts and play bagpipes, for instance, or those who can claim to have an Irish granny. Nor is it bound religiously. Although the stream of wisdom that I will be drawing on here is largely from Celtic Christian teachers, it resonates with the deep spiritual wisdom of other great religious traditions as well.

The way of seeing that I am speaking about can be accessed by anyone, regardless of ethnic origin or religious background, for it is a way of seeing that is based on what the soul already deeply knows, that both the earth and every human being are sacred. And we can apply this way of seeing to the most pressing issues of humanity and the earth today.

In the Celtic tradition it was said that we suffer from soul-forgetfulness. We have forgotten who we are and have fallen out of true relationship with the earth and with one another. Thus, the path to well-being is not about becoming something other than ourselves or about acquiring a spiritual knowledge that is essentially foreign to us. It is about waking up to a knowledge that is deep in the very fabric of our being, and it is about living in relation to this wisdom.

Many years ago, shortly after I had written one of my earliest books, Listening for the Heartbeat of God, I was giving a talk on its main themes in a little church in Virginia. I was emphasizing the sacredness of the newborn child and the Light of the divine that is deep in every human being. I contrasted this belief with a teaching that has dominated so many other streams of Western Christian thought, the doctrine of original sin, in which it is taught that what is deepest in us or what is most original to our nature is opposed to God rather than being of God.

At the end of the talk a woman in her eighties came up the central aisle of the church with a copy of my book in hand. She was walking so purposefully that the naughty boy in me thought she was going to hit me over the head with it. But I was quite wrong. Instead, she said, “I want to show you what I wrote in this book after reading it.” She then opened the front cover, and I saw that inside she had written, “I knew it! I knew it! I knew it!”

I often wish I had asked her for that copy of the book. She had expressed so succinctly what our experience is when we hear a truth that has been long neglected. We may never have heard it before. It may never have been taught to us. But when we do hear it, our response is, “Ah, I know this to be true, and some part of me has always known this.”

Repeatedly, I hear similar exclamations from men and women in relation to the birth of their children or their earliest experiences of nature. Their words witness to our natural instinct for the sacredness of the birth of new life and of the earth itself. They are speaking of what at some level we all know. Their words have also increasingly led me to see that my primary role as a teacher of spirituality, and the role we can all play for one another in enabling spiritual awareness, is simply to try to utter what the soul already knows.

This knowing may have become buried under layers of cultural and religious conditioning and may need to be awakened. But the wisdom we are trying to give expression to is not just ours alone; it is also our listeners’. Our role is simply to set it free in one another, to bring it back up into consciousness. When we do release in each other a fuller awareness of the earth as sacred and of everything that has been born as holy, we will be changed by this awareness, and we will want to change the way the earth and its life-forms are being treated.

Sacred is the right word to convey this Celtic way of seeing, because it is a word that is not bound by religion. Inside the walls of religious practice, we speak of sacred scripture or sacred music, for instance, but way beyond those walls we also speak of the sacred universe or sacred moments. The word points with reverence to the divine essence of life and the true nature of relationship. When we speak of something as sacred, we are offering it ultimate respect. We are honoring it. We also invoke something of the power and authority of this word when we use the related term sacrilege to speak of the wrongs that are being done to the earth, to the creatures, and to other human beings. Etymologically, sacrilege means to try to take possession of the sacred, to use it for one’s own ends rather than to reverence it.

In Celtic wisdom the sacred is as present on earth as it is in heaven, as immanent as it is transcendent, as human as it is divine, as physical as it is spiritual. The sacred can be breathed in, tasted, touched, heard, and seen as much in the body of the earth and the body of another living being as in the body of religion. It is the true essence of all life.

* * *

We speak of Celtic wisdom or a Celtic way of seeing, but who are the Celts? They are first referred to historically around 500 BCE. The Greeks called them keltoi, or “Celts.” Around the same time the Romans referred to them as galli, or “Gaels.” Today we primarily think of Ireland, Scotland, Wales, and Cornwall as Celtic territory, but in 500 BCE that was only the fringe. The Celts spanned the whole of middle Europe, ranging from what is now Turkey at the eastern edge right through to the Atlantic coastline of present-day Spain.

They were not an empire. Rather, the Celts formed a loose federation of tribes sharing a common culture and language base. They occupied Galatia (ancient Turkey), Galicia (ancient Spain), and Gaul (ancient France). All these place-names simply mean the “land of the Gaels” or “land of the Celts.” They were primarily a rural and agricultural people; their architecture was inspired by nature, rounded and curved rather than square and rectangular. They had sophisticated trading networks and highly developed art forms, often reflecting nature’s themes and patterns.

Roman historians speak of the Celts with perplexity when they describe them as worshipping without temples. This is because the Celts considered the forests and the mountains to be their temples. With even greater perplexity, Roman authors also describe them as viewing the feminine as sacred. In Rome, a thoroughly patriarchal society, this was considered unfathomable. But the Celts, who listened for truth deep within the human soul and the earth, prized the fact that all life comes from the union of the masculine and the feminine, which led them naturally and intuitively to honor the feminine as well as the masculine.

And so we get glimpses that take us to the edge of prehistory of a people who regarded the earth and the human mystery as sacred. We can access aspects of Celtic wisdom in pre-Christian form, but here I will be drawing primarily on the wisdom that has flowed to us over the centuries through Christian teachers in the Celtic world. Repeatedly, however, these teachers were to pose a challenge, and even a threat, to the way more prominent forms of Western Christianity viewed the sacred as separate from the ordinary rather than at the very heart of it.

The basis of this conflict was laid in the fourth century when Mediterranean Christianity became the religion of the empire. Empire did not want to be reminded that the earth and birth are sacred, a view that held too many implications for how living beings and the resources of the earth were to be reverenced rather than exploited. Consequently, religion was made to bow to imperial power, and the stage was set for conflict with the spirituality of the Celtic world. As we shall see, it is a conflict that has continued in various forms for over sixteen hundred years. The Celtic teachers who feature in this book help us remember that all life is holy, not just the life of our family or our race or our nation, and that every species, not just the human species, is sacred.

* * *

The focus of this book, however, is not simply looking back, and emphatically it does not pretend that we can go back, to a golden Celtic age. It is about accessing an ancient way of seeing in a fresh manner. In other words, the perennial wisdom of the Celtic world flows to us through teachers of the past, yet also invites us to be part of its further evolution and unfolding. Because it is a way of seeing that is based on paying attention to what is deepest in the human soul, rather than a fixed set of outward beliefs, it is a tradition that can evolve and grow with us on the journey. We are in need of a paradigm shift today, religiously, culturally, and ecologically, if the world as we know it is not to collapse. The Celtic tradition can assist us in reawakening to the sacred in ways that will inspire and sustain our journey forward.

My own realization that this lost tradition could be accessed again as part of a paradigm shift for today happened on the island of Iona, in the Inner Hebrides, off the western coast of Scotland. In my thirties, I had completed a doctorate in the Faculty of Theology at the University of Edinburgh and been ordained to the ministry of the Church of Scotland. My wife and I were appointed as coleaders of the abbey community on Iona, the sixth-century birthplace of Scottish Christianity and a place of international pilgrimage. In 563, St. Columba had led a Celtic mission from Ireland to this little island that sits out on the Atlantic edge of Great Britain.

Among my duties at the abbey was the responsibility for shaping morning and evening prayer. I began to make use of a collection of prayers and poetry that had come down over the centuries in oral tradition before being transcribed into written form in the nineteenth century. This poetry of soul had been spoken, chanted, or sung by men and women in the most ordinary contexts of daily life, at the rising of the sun and its setting, at the birth of a child and the death of a loved one, at recurring events in the endless cycle of the seasons. Here were prayers that deeply stirred my soul. They wove together the physical and the spiritual, heaven and earth, the divine and the human in ways that allowed my soul to breathe deeply. They had further opened a window in me onto the sacredness of the natural.

Here I realized was treasure for today. It could serve our growing consciousness of the earth and the reintegration of the spiritual and the natural. So I wrote my first book, Celtic Prayers from Iona, in the hope that it might provide a “vocabulary of soul” for those of us seeking to integrate our spiritual practice with our love of the earth.

After Iona, when I was working at St Giles’ Cathedral in Edinburgh in the mid-1990s, I began to realize that these beautiful prayers from the western islands of Scotland were not an exception in the Celtic world. They hadn’t just appeared out of the blue. Rather, they were a particular expression of a way of seeing that could be traced from the earliest centuries right through to today. I woke up to what perhaps should have been perfectly obvious to me years earlier, that the nineteenth-century Scottish teacher I had done my doctoral research on in Edinburgh, Alexander John Scott, was in fact part of a stream of Celtic vision that had long preceded him and would continue to emerge again and again after him.

These were the realizations that prompted me eventually to write Listening for the Heartbeat of God (1997). It was a broad-brushstroke approach to the Celtic tradition that allowed many to access for the first time a Christian expression of looking for the sacred in all things. It was in this book that I developed one of the most cherished images of Celtic legend, the memory of John the Beloved, who, in leaning against Jesus at the Last Supper, was said to have heard the heartbeat of God. He became an image of the practice of listening for the beat of the sacred, deep in ourselves and one another and deep in the body of the earth. This was the image that then made its way right into the heart of my teachings and writings, in the hope that it would enable all of us to be more deeply aware of the sacred within every moment and every encounter. It was like a key for opening our consciousness to what the soul already knows, the sacredness of the earth and one another.

Simultaneously, I also came to realize more clearly that the consequences of not remembering the sacredness of the earth and the human soul are disastrous, both individually and collectively. This is what we are living in the midst of today, a planet struggling to breathe, religious fundamentalisms that are fueling hatred and violence, and refugee families throughout the world being denied sanctuary. These and so many more are evidence of a tragic breaking apart of our interrelationship, the failure of not remembering the sacred in one another.

Many years ago, I was giving a talk in Ottawa on some of these themes. I began the presentation by using a phrase from the prologue to St. John’s Gospel, “The true light, which enlightens everyone, was coming into the world” (1:9). I spoke of the way the Celtic tradition invites us to look for this light in one another and in everything that has being. Attending the talk that evening was a young Mohawk elder who had been invited to be there specifically to make observations at the end of my talk about the resonances between Celtic and Native wisdom. The Mohawk elder stood with tears in his eyes as he spoke. He said, “As I have been listening to these themes, I have been wondering where I would be tonight, I have been wondering where my people would be tonight, and I have been wondering where we would be as a Western world tonight, if the mission that had come to us from Europe centuries ago had come expecting to find light in us.”

Sometimes words cut us open with their power of truth. These words, spoken humbly by the Mohawk elder, pierced my heart with a truth that I have never forgotten. We cannot undo the tragic wrongs that have been done to Native American peoples during the westward expansion of settlement across what is now the United States and Canada, where indigenous human life was seen as having no value and viewed only as a hindrance in the quest for land and its resources. We cannot reverse the injustice, pain, and suffering that resulted from such horrendous greed and arrogance.

We can, however, be part of new beginnings. We can open ourselves to a radical humility of heart, which is our true strength, and look with expectation for the sacred deep within the “other”—the other individual, the other religion, the other race or nation or sexual orientation. And we can look with reverence to serve this sacredness in the other, to honor it, nurture it, and come into true relationship with it, allowing it to further reawaken in us the sacredness at the heart of our own being as well.

It has been such encounters and realizations over the years that have confirmed for me how imperative it is for us to share ways of seeing from our distinct spiritual traditions that can help reawaken us to the sacred in all things. This, I pray, is the longing that will be kindled in you throughout this book. It is time for us to remember, together.

* * *

As I have said, the purpose of this book is not to harken back to a past golden Celtic age. Instead, my goal is to equip readers with the teachings and practices of past Celtic leaders so that we can listen for the sacred and reverence it within us and all around us today. In the nine chapters of this book I invite you to access the wisdom of the Celtic world for today through the voices of nine historical figures. To show that the Celtic tradition is one that evolves and grows, I have chosen teachers from very different moments in history, representatives from the earliest Celtic Christian communities as well as those speaking to our times now.

The sacredness of the earth and the human soul is the broad canvas of this work, but each chapter explores a specific expression of the general theme, such as the sacredness of the feminine, the sacredness of the earth, or the sacredness of the imagination. Sometimes it comes in theological and philosophical form; at other times it is conveyed through myth and legend, poetry and imagination, or science and ecology. But whatever form it comes in, I offer it as a path of awareness to awaken us further to the sacred in all things.

These are the colors of the Celtic palette from which I paint the big picture. Each particular expression comes through the story of a historical teacher in the Celtic lineage of wisdom that spans nearly two thousand years. I treat each of these teachers as an icon for today to help reawaken us to the true heart of one another and the earth. At the end of each chapter, I provide a simple practice of meditative awareness for reflecting more deeply on the chapter’s theme and exploring what it awakens in your life. These closing exercises are also collected in an appendix at the end of the book, which provides a nine-day cycle of meditative awareness that can be used on a daily basis to continue to access the wisdom of these iconic figures for today.

Chapter 1, “Sacred Soul,” is about the first historically recorded writer in the British Celtic world, a monk named Pelagius. Around 400 CE he traveled from his homeland in Wales to Rome, where Christianity had become the religion of the empire and thus, at least in part, the servant of the empire. Pelagius challenged the theology at the heart of this alliance between power and religion. What is deepest in every human being, he taught, is sacred; we carry within us the dignity of the divine. This was a threat to the foundations of empire, which were built not on a reverence for, but domination of, people and the earth’s resources. In the end, both empire and church denounced Pelagius, but this was not enough to silence him. His vision lived on, and it is rising among us again today, inspiring us to look for the sacred in every human being and to refuse to treat others merely as means to an end.

The second chapter, “Sacred Feminine,” features Brigid of Kildare and the myths that surround this wise Irish woman of the fifth century. In Celtic legend she is a liminal figure, appearing at thresholds. She knows, for instance, the portals of birth and death. She meets us at the doorway between the divine and the human, humanity and the earth, the pre-Christian and the Christian. In all of these places she is a model of holding together apparent opposites. This is part of her feminine strength. She is faithful to the interrelationship of all things, including our relationship with the most vulnerable, those who seek shelter and refuge. Brigid shines in the Celtic imagination, reminding us to be true to one another and the earth and to never allow one expression of the sacred to dominate another—especially the way the masculine has dominated the feminine in much of Western history.

In Chapter 3, “Sacred Flow,” we learn about the ninth-century Irish teacher John Scotus Eriugena and the figure of the scotus vagans, or “wandering Irish (monk).” Many of these wandering monks roamed mainland Europe to study and teach at this time. They were scholars, not priests, and thus less bound by ecclesiastical control. In Eriugena’s life and work we see Celtic wisdom taking on philosophical form. He develops not so much a theology of the sacred as a cosmology of the sacred. God is the sacred flow that runs through all things, the Light within all light, the Life that courses through the veins of the universe. At a time when ecclesiastically the Celtic way of seeing was regarded as heretical, Eriugena and other Irish scholars give it room to breathe in the realms of study and learning. They provide us today with a model of inner authority that can strengthen us in our prophetic stance against systems and outward authorities that are imperiling the very future of the earth.

Chapter 4, “Sacred Song,” is about what happened to this way of seeing among ordinary people in places like the islands and Highlands of Scotland when the official religion of the land no longer tolerated expressions of Celtic wisdom. The sixteenth-century Reformation in Scotland, which separated the Scottish Church from Rome, did not in fact make any significant difference in the relationship between the church in power and ancient Celtic practices. That relationship simply found new form, and the Calvinism of the Scottish Reformation was even more hostile to Celtic teachings than the medieval Roman church had been, and it led eventually to persecution.

This gave rise to a spiritual resistance movement, especially among the Gaelic-speaking population of the country, for whom the ancient oral tradition of poetry and song was vital to preserving the memory of the sacred in all things. At the birth of a child or the death of a loved one, at the rising of the morning sun or the appearance of the moon at night, it was song and poetry that guarded and guided the threatened vision. As we shall see, an invaluable collection of song and prayer expressing this tradition was the Carmina Gadelica. Its words can help further awaken us to a spiritual vision of the intimacy of spirit and matter, nature and grace.

In the fifth chapter, “Sacred Imagination,” we meet a young nineteenth-century Scottish minister, Alexander John Scott, who saw clearly again the sacred depths of the human soul. What is most truly human, he said, is what is most divine, and what is most truly divine is what is most human. A thread of the divine is woven through the fabric of the human soul and of everything that has being. This golden thread, he said, is our essence. For such teachings Scott was unanimously deposed from the ministry on a charge of heresy and banned from every pulpit in the land. Freed from the tight boundaries of religion, however, he began to access more deeply the human imagination as a powerful vehicle for reawakening the soul. Among the literature that he inspired were the novels and fairy tales of George MacDonald, which in turn influenced the imaginal works of C. S. Lewis and J. R. R. Tolkien. They provide us with models of the imaginative mind for today, so that we may be part of dreaming our way forward into a recovered sense of the sacred interrelationship of all things.

Chapter 6, “Sacred Earth,” is about John Muir, perhaps the greatest modern prophet of ecological awareness and action. He saw nature’s wildness as sacred and thus as in need of protection. His writings helped awaken the modern world to a new consciousness of the earth and the necessity of protecting earth’s wildernesses. Prophetically, he denounced the widespread desecration of nature in nineteenth-century America and, equally prophetically, announced the sacredness of the earth in ways that invited his readers to get back in touch with the primal love of nature that stirs in our depths. In Muir we witness the Celtic way of seeing confronting the most significant issue facing humanity today, recognizing the sacredness of the earth and the need to come back into true relationship with her again.

Chapter 7, “Sacred Matter,” concerns a twentieth-century resurrection of ancient Gallic vision by Pierre Teilhard de Chardin, a French scientist and priest. Teilhard saw that the deeper we move into the matter of the universe, the closer we come to the heart of the divine. At the heart of matter, he said, is the heart of God. This held radical implications not only for the church with regard to where the sacred is to be looked for and adored, but for the Western world at large in how we are to see and handle the matter of the earth. The Vatican forbade Teilhard from teaching and publishing. But before his death, in an act of priestly disobedience, he ensured that upon his death his writings would be released to the public. In these posthumous publications he prophetically called his readers to remember that the glory of the divine can be glimpsed deep in the translucence of earth’s body, for all matter is sacred. He reminds us that religion is meant to serve and learn from the earth, not subjugate and exploit her. He models for us a path of courage in resisting powers that try to inhibit or diminish our sacred relationship with the earth.

Chapter 8, “Sacred Compassion,” is about the urgency of transposing this vision of sacredness into practice. Matter matters, said George MacLeod, a prophet of Celtic awareness in twentieth-century Scotland. In particular this meant a just and compassionate handling of the earth’s body as well as caring for the bodies of men and women everywhere. For MacLeod it meant the work of peacemaking among nations as well as contributing in one’s own land to help shape a true vision of nationhood. In MacLeod we see a vital grounding of Celtic wisdom, translating what our soul deeply knows into compassion. He models for us a spirituality that embodies vision in action.

In Chapter 9, “Sacred Journey,” we learn about how we can move forward. What are the new forms and expressions of reawakening to the sacred? The Scottish poet Kenneth White speaks of our need, first of all, to rediscover the earth and, in that deep rediscovery, to allow ourselves to reimagine the world, or what he calls a “rewording” of the world, seeing it and speaking it anew. This will prepare us for the journey toward what he calls a “new-found land,” a way of being we have not yet experienced, inspired by the interrelationship of all things. We cannot yet know all the features of this new land, and indeed whether we will ever safely reach it, but we can know that our journey, both individually and together, must be guided above all else by a truthful relationship with the earth. To awaken to the sacred in all things is to embark on a pilgrimage into the unknown, a peregrination into a new landscape of soul. And, as we set sail, White teaches us about letting go of the old in order to open to the new.

* * *

Upon the publication of my last book, The Rebirthing of God, I was giving a talk in Dublin on the book’s main themes. I spoke of the outward collapse of traditional Christianity in much of the Western world and asked what the new thing is that is trying to come forth from the heart of the Christian community at this moment in time. I also asked more generally what the yearnings for new birth stirring in the human soul today are, both individually and collectively—and not just religiously, but politically, economically, and culturally.

After my talk, an Irish sister spoke. For most of her religious vocation she had been a midwife, so she noted with interest the birthing imagery in the book. The God of so much of our Western Christianity, she said, is a pretty small God. We have created a deity that exists primarily to look after our religion, our nation, our species, our souls. But the new sense of the sacred that is trying to be born among us is like a cosmic God, much greater than any of the boundaries we have tried to set around sacredness. So, she concluded, we are in for quite a stretching!

I said to her, “Sister, why could I not have had this conversation with you before writing the epilogue to the book?” She had so simply and perfectly expressed what I had been trying to say. In a sense, this is exactly what the Celtic tradition has been saying all along, that we cannot contain the sacred. Rather, we are to look for it everywhere, and we are to serve it and be liberators of it in one another and in the earth.

I was so excited by the simplicity and power of the sister’s image that when I phoned home to Edinburgh that night to speak about my day, I immediately shared the sister’s image of the “great stretching.” When my wife heard what the sister had said, she remembered an awareness that had come to her halfway through labor during our first child’s birth, which was, “There’s no going back!”

We can’t go back. Knowing this is just as important as knowing that the labor pains of a new birthing will be mighty. There is no going back to the small God. We now know too much about the interrelatedness of all life to pretend that well-being can be sought for one part alone and not for the whole, for only one religion, one nation, one species. There is no returning to the limited notion of sacredness as if it were somehow the preserve of one particular people over another, of one race, gender, or sexual orientation. Sacredness is the birthright of all that is. It is the grace that comes with existence. It is not a feature of life that may or may not be there, depending on one’s status, significance, or religious identification. It is the gift at the heart of every birth. It is life’s essence, pure grace.

The Celtic way of seeing has a long lineage. Teacher after teacher in this tradition invites us to wake up to the earth and the human soul as sacred and to see this sacredness as beyond limitation, uncontained by any system or religion. It is a way of seeing that we can learn from now and bring to the most critical issues facing humanity today. It keeps opening and opening. And we can be part of its further unfolding for today as we yearn for the well-being that will come when we move back into faithful relationship with the true heart of one another and the earth as sacred.
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